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´´ On-site administration surveys involve researchers asking a group 
of respondents who happen to be at the same place at the same time 
to complete a survey. This process is quick, easy to administer, and 
cost effective.

Who Is Surveyed in Criminal Justice Research?

Criminal justice scholars certainly have a range of survey methodologies 
at their disposal. In addition to choosing which methodology to use, schol-
ars also select whom to survey. Common research subjects include active 
offenders, incarcerated offenders, victims, criminal justice practitioners, 
members of the public, and criminal justice officials. With regard to  
active offenders, some criminal justice scholars have devoted their careers 
to studying these individuals. These researchers often rely on recruiters to 
identify research subjects and spend a great deal of time developing rela-
tionships with the communities where active offenders live. Interviewing 
robbers,21 gang members,22 drug dealers,23 and shoplifters24 has led to  
better understanding about the decision-making process that offenders used 
in engaging in these crimes.

Some researchers select incarcerated offenders rather than active 
offenders as their research subjects. Heith Copes and Lynne Vieraitis 
interviewed incarcerated identify thieves in an effort to shed some light on 
the offenders’ motivations for offending, the patterns surrounding iden-
tity theft, and offenders’ assessments of risk.25 According to the authors, 
because the offenders had already been convicted, they really had no incen-
tive to lie about or downplay their offending. In another research project, 
David May and Peter Wood surveyed incarcerated offenders in an effort to 
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CREATING CRIMINAL JUSTICE SURVEYS

On any given day, you likely ask many different 
questions of those around you. Have you ever realized 
that you can ask questions in a way that leads 
individuals to certain answers? For example, imagine 
asking a friend how much he or she likes your new  
shirt. Here are three possible ways you could  
ask the question: (a) Do you like my shirt? (b) How 
much do you like my shirt? or (c) Don’t you like  
my shirt?

All three questions aim for the same information, 
but how the questions are asked may influence the 

results. When asking questions about criminal justice, 
crime, and victimization, researchers use caution to 
make sure that the questions themselves do not lead 
respondents to specific answers.

With regard to crime, think of three different ways you 
might ask someone if he or she has ever committed 
a specific crime. Next, in small groups or as a class, 
discuss the various ways that you might ask individuals 
about their criminal behavior. What factors might lead 
individuals to be dishonest in answering these kinds of 
questions? Are there things that researchers can do to 
encourage accurate reporting?


